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HED: SOMEDAY WE’LL LOOK BACK ON THIS AND LAUGH
DEK: Life in the “benign pyramid scheme” of an improv theater
SYNOPSIS/BLURB: The People's Improv Theater was an oasis for young New York
comedians. Its own success-- and a volatile owner-- changed that.
SOCIAL MEDIA COPY #1: Improv theaters are a "benign pyramid scheme," except when
they're not so benign. Inside the rise of New York improv theater The PIT.
SOCIAL MEDIA COPY #2: NYC improv fixture The PIT preaches utopian values and the
importance of community. Why are the performers there so unhappy?

6,483 Words
By Ben Masten
Mustang Sally’s usual crowd was commuters. The bar on West 28th street would fill up between
4 p.m. and 6 p.m. as sweaty office workers in rumpled suits tanked up on cheap beer before
heading home on the Long Island Railroad from Penn Station, just a few blocks north.
But If you walked into Sally’s one Saturday evening in January of 2008 you would have seen a
different clientele. A few dozen twentysomethings nervously cracked jokes with each other,
while all of them seemed distracted, keeping one eye on the cell phones they had parked on
the tables in front of them.
They were comedians—improvisers, specifically-- part of a close-knit community at a theater a
block and a half away. After spending months, in some cases more than a year, taking classes,
doing shows in basements and the backs of shitty bars, they were waiting for the one thing
comedians truly crave: External validation.
I had plenty of friends in the bar, but I was waiting in my parents’ apartment on the Upper West
Side, where I was killing time by pacing around their dining room table. I had opted for privacy
with the option of parental support in the event of a crisis. I was 25 years old, and though I
didn’t realize it until years later, I had staked my entire sense of self-worth on my standing at a
tiny theater most folks had never heard of.
My phone rang. It was good news.
“Everybody loves you,” they said. “See you at the callbacks tomorrow.”
The People’s Improv Theater or PIT, the source of all this anxiety, was located on a stretch of
West 29th Street in Manhattan. It sat in the middle of a block occupied with stores selling
handbags of dubious authenticity and up a steep flight of stairs from a sushi place and a porn

shop. Ironically enough for a place called the PIT, the trip upstairs gave the sense of entering a
secret tree fort. At the top was a small, slightly dinged-up white lobby, and beyond that a
50-seat black-box theater. Above the seats in the back row, painted in big white letters on the
black wall were the words “Follow the Fear.”
The improv students gathered in Mustang Sally’s that day were waiting to hear if they had
gotten called back after the first round of auditions for “house teams,” improv ensembles that
would perform in that little theater every week for a year. That meant a year of guaranteed
performance time in front of an enthusiastic, packed house, a far cry from the single-digit
attendance of the shows we often had to endure elsewhere.
More importantly, getting placed on a house team meant approval from the theater itself. For
many of us the PIT was our entire social life. Going to shows, taking classes and spending long
hours at the bar afterwards was an escape from the day jobs or unemployment we hated.
Getting placed on a team there wasn’t just proof of our skill as comedians, it was an official
confirmation that we belonged.
Small improv theaters like the PIT exist all over America, the result of a massive boom in
improv’s popularity that peaked in the late 2000s. They make money, by and large, not by
selling tickets as much as by selling improv classes-- in the case of the PIT, for $345 dollars a
pop. At the PIT and its more famous progenitor the Upright Citizens Brigade theater (or UCB),
students were required to graduate from five or six levels of classes before being allowed to
audition for a house team. Those team members are not paid.
So why do performers stick around? Why pay for the privilege of eventually, maybe, working
for free? Because in many other respects improv can be very rewarding.
As any actor, musician or comedian can tell you, there’s a certain addictive quality to
performing. Students in intro improv classes often get hooked on the visceral rush of going up
on stage and getting a laugh. This is why your well-meaning co-worker wants to drag you to his
or her graduation show. The audience’s mileage may vary but on the other side of the fourth
wall the performers are usually having a great time.
Most other reasons for sticking with improv depend on the theater. At UCB, lots of performers
stay because so many alumni have gone on to great success. Donald Glover, Aubrey Plaza, Ellie
Kemper and Bobby Moynihan all got their starts there. Amy Poehler is a co-founder.
The PIT was still quite small when I started taking classes there and the sense of community
was the single biggest attraction. The theater filled a much more fundamental need than
money or success (although those would have been nice). It gave me, and many others, a sense
that we were part of something larger than ourselves. The PIT seemed like a utopian
community, a haven for creative weirdos in the heart of an uncaring city. The truth was more
complicated.

ANYBODY HERE TONIGHT WHO’S NEVER SEEN THIS BEFORE?
Long-form improv of the kind practiced at UCB and the PIT is often confused with two of its
better-known cousins: Short-form improv, and stand-up comedy.
Improv of all kinds is, of course, improvised. It’s also a team sport. An improv scene requires at
least two people, each playing a character. Stand-up is just the opposite, the ultimate solo act,
meticulously rehearsed and pre-planned.
Short-form improv became famous in the U.S. with the success of the TV show “Whose Line is It
Anyway?” on ABC and later the CW. Short-form consists of a series of short games and scenes,
usually with a baked-in gimmick that’s described to the audience at the outset.
Long-form improv is a more freewheeling thing. The Upright Citizens Brigade popularized it in
New York City, but it grew from work done in Chicago-- first at The Second City and then under
an improv guru named Del Close at his theater, Improv Olympic. (The “Follow the Fear” painted
on the PIT’s back wall is a Del quote.)
Long-form shows have no pre-determined agenda and are inspired by a one or two-word
suggestion from the audience. (Improv suggestions I have received: “Hot dog,” “Galaxy,”
“Dentistry,” “Schrödinger’s Cat” and, with distressing regularity, “dildo.”) The performers take
those suggestions as a loose jumping-off point for the show, free-associating and riffing on the
ideas the suggestion evokes.
The core precept of all improv is known as “yes, and.” It’s both a piece of practical performance
advice and a philosophy.
In practical terms, “yes, and” refers to the fact that it’s a very bad idea to contradict what your
scene partner is doing onstage. Suppose you’re in an improv scene and your partner begins by
saying “Hi Mom! I’m home from school!”
So far, so good. Your scene partner has identified you as their mom. Your job is now to affirm
that piece of information (“yes”) and add more information of your own to the scene (“and”).
There are various ways you might do this, as in the example below.
RIGHT: “Come on in, junior! I fixed you a snack!” or “Hello, sweetie! Your father got all mad at
the TV again, so he’s crying in the garage.”
WRONG: “Who the hell are you? Get off of my spaceship.”
“Yes, and” is an idea born of necessity. Improvisers don’t have the luxury of picking and
choosing the best ideas for a scene ahead of time. They have to build a scene’s momentum step
by step. “Denying” or “blocking” your partner by contradicting them tends to derail the whole
enterprise.

Where “yes, and” starts to become a trickier proposition is when it’s applied to real life.
Improvisers love to find real-world applications for “yes, and.” People find it a useful mantra to
overcome their inhibitions and anxieties and try new things. That’s all well and good, but
improvisation differs from real life in one important way: In real life there are sometimes very
good reasons to say “no.”
The PIT was the place where I learned the value of trusting friends and collaborators. It was also
a case study in how an institution full of well-meaning people can fall prey to its own worst
impulses.
The supportive, welcoming community at the PIT was real, but it had limits. As the theater
grew, that community became increasingly competitive and destructive.
“I've always called it a benign pyramid scheme,” says Keith Huang, a former PIT performer and
Artistic Director. “I mean, if things go your way, it's a benign pyramid scheme, but if you get cut
from a team or if something bad happens, you might think, ‘What the fuck? Why am I not
getting my just rewards?’”

A BRIEF HISTORY OF IMPROV IN NEW YORK CITY
Despite improv’s utopian ideals, it’s telling that the history of the art form in New York City
mostly involves comedians pissing each other off.
New York was relatively late to the improv game. Except for an abortive attempt by Second City
to establish a training center, there was no space dedicated to long form improv in New York
until the founding members of the Upright Citizens Brigade—Amy Poehler, Matt Walsh, Matt
Besser and Ian Roberts—opened their theater in Chelsea after years of bouncing from venue to
venue.
The UCB theater became an underground comedy sensation, helped along by the group’s
sketch show on Comedy Central and recurring appearances on Late Night with Conan O’Brien. It
also ended up being the de facto landing spot for any Chicago improvisers who found
themselves in New York. Ali Farahnakian was one of these.
Ali, the son of Iranian immigrants who settled in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, had met Poehler
and company while studying with the late guru Del Close. Ali’s Chicago resume included
performing with the original UCB at Improv Olympic and also being fired from Second City
twice.
“I think in those early days at UCB or Improv Olympic in Chicago, he's the guy who fell into his
own little tribe of weirdos,” Keith Huang told me. “As a first-generation immigrant, his parents
left their home countries and basically burned their ships and were starting new in America.

There was this idea of like, "well, I don't know what my background is.” Just as it did years later
for his students at the PIT, improv provided Ali with an identity.
In 1999 Ali arrived in New York, having won a writing gig at Saturday Night Live. He began
performing and teaching at the UCB theater. It was a contentious fit.
Ali’s skill as a comedian wasn’t in doubt, but neither was his resistance to authority. He
disagreed with the improv curriculum that UCB enforced in its classes. He felt he wasn’t getting
enough stage time. Meanwhile, Ali lasted one season in the SNL writer’s room.
Eventually, his conflicts with the founding UCBers came to a head. Ali was told that if he
thought he could do a better job running a theater, he should go start his own place. He was
summarily banned from the Upright Citizens Brigade.
Ali planned to take UCB up on its challenge. In 2002, using a paycheck from a national
McDonald’s commercial as seed money, Ali opened the People’s Improv Theater. It was tiny. It
was very much an underdog. It was blackballed by the UCB founders who told their performers
that they were not allowed to teach or perform at the PIT on pain of expulsion.
“Ali before The PIT was continuously kicked out of communities,” Katie Goan, the PIT’s former
General Manager told me. “What he told me is that it doesn't matter who you are, everybody
has a place at the PIT. I do feel that was genuine, but I think it came from a place of him being
fired from other organizations, feeling like perhaps an outsider.”
THE ISLAND OF MISFIT COMEDIANS
I arrived back in New York after college in 2004 knowing two things with absolute certainty: I
would marry my college girlfriend some day and I wanted to take improv classes. The former
turned out to be wrong when I was suddenly dumped. The latter was my friend Sam’s idea.
Sam Dingman had been in our tiny college’s tiny improv group, which I never quite had the
courage to join. Sam had gotten wind of UCB, and the two of us signed up for a level one class.
Despite a scene where Sam found his face non-consensually shoved into another performer’s
crotch (remember, kids, yes and!) we had an incredible time.
The thing about a level one improv class, no matter where it’s taught, is that it’s a lovefest.
Everyone starts out self-conscious. No one believes they can actually make something up in
front of a room full of strangers and get a laugh. Then, amazingly, everyone does it, and the
whole classroom cheers. Your first laugh is intoxicating.
Liz Quinn, a former PIT performer, told me her first improv class hooked her immediately. “At
the end of it,” she says, “I felt like I was high. It's such a rush, the adrenaline, the feeling of
freedom, it fires off all kinds of endorphins. And I remember feeling like I want to do that all the
time.”

Jamie Cummings, who I later performed with at the PIT, found his first experience equally
freeing. “I came from a Midwestern family,” he says. “Not super emotionally expressive. And
here was a venue where you could step on stage and express any range of the human emotions
that exist.”
As I moved up through UCB classes though, it became clear that the lovefest didn’t last very
long. UCB was at the height of its popularity. Classes were constantly packed, and there was
always a line around the block for the theater’s most popular shows. The downside of that
success was that there was a constant popularity contest among the students. I remember
wincing as I overheard three students whispering the news that they had gone for beers with a
house team member. They had been noticed! What could it mean? It was gross. I was jealous.
I finished out the classes at UCB but didn’t stick around. I made a perfunctory effort to audition
for one of their teams and was weirdly relieved when I bombed.
I became aware of the PIT when some friends started a practice group and hired a PIT teacher
named Chris Grace to coach us—a standard way for improv teachers to pick up a little extra
cash in exchange for conducting a mini-class. Chris was enthusiastic about inviting us to come
check out the PIT.
The place had a completely different feel than UCB. At the time, Upright Citizens Brigade was
housed in the leaky basement of a Gristede’s supermarket. Its floors were sticky with spilled
beer. By contrast, the PIT felt almost homey.
It also felt empty. Our practice group began playing the PIT’s not-at-all coveted 11:00 p.m.
Thursday time slot. There were nine of us onstage and we regularly outnumbered the audience.
This was just as well. We were terrible. Mercifully, the group eventually broke up, and I didn’t
think about the PIT or improv much for the next several months.
Then one night, holed up in my tiny Brooklyn bedroom, hiding from a roommate I couldn’t
stand and feeling sorry for myself, I came across a video on YouTube. It was of a PIT holiday
party, and as I watched it, I found my eyes misting up.
Katie Goan was emceeing a goofy awards ceremony. Someone won an award for PITizen of the
year and gave a heartfelt speech about how much the theater meant to him. People got little
party bags. They clapped and cheered. There was no hint of the exclusivity I had seen at UCB.
These people clearly loved each other.
I made up my mind that I would join them. I signed up for a PIT class the next morning. No
more half-assed shows when no one was around. I wanted to dive in for real.
The difference that the PIT made in my self-esteem and my happiness was massive and
instantaneous. My social circle was suddenly full of dozens of PIT friends. It was like I had
tapped into a hidden vein of the smartest, funniest people on earth.

Almost every evening was taken up by a PIT class, seeing a PIT show, or sitting in a divey bar
riffing with other improvisers until the wee hours.
I wasn’t the only one who dove in headfirst. Geoff Grimwood, a Chicago improv expat, had
uprooted his life when he moved to NYC with his girlfriend and their baby son. Geoff was a
stay-at-home dad during the day. He loved his new family, but he had a serious case of cabin
fever. At night, the PIT gave him a chance to go play with his friends.
“I missed having friends and a community outside of my now-wife and baby,” Geoff told me.
“And really the only way that I know how to make friends is find an improv class and do that.
I'm not usually very good at making friends except by doing things together with people.”
My classmate Desiree Nash usually saw multiple shows a night, seven nights a week. When Ali
Farahnakian hired her to manage a rehearsal space that he opened next door to the PIT,
Desiree often slept on the couch in the office instead of going home. When I spoke with her
recently, I asked her how much of her life at that time was based around improv. Dez didn’t
even blink.
“All of it,” she said. “I’m not even exaggerating; it was all of it.”
“Did you have any friends from outside the improv world at all?”
“Not really.” Dez shrugged.
That paradox—finding a community but isolating yourself from the rest of the world-- was the
wonderful and insidious thing about being part of the improv scene. Everything else in our lives
was just a way to kill time until we could go out and improvise some more.
In January 2008, after a year and a half of taking classes, seeing shows and performing in any
basement that would host me, auditions for PIT teams rolled around. I took a deep breath and
signed up.
THE AUDITION
The audition process took place over the course of a single weekend in January. Round one was
on Saturday.
I slopped along through the slush on West 29th Street and up the steep stairs to the theater. The
Ensemble Committee was spending that whole day cycling through auditioners in groups of
seven or eight at a time—about the size of an improv team.
I was one of the first people to sign up for my time slot, so I didn’t know who I’d be performing
with. I was dismayed to see a guy named Steve in my group when I arrived at the theater. Steve
was much older than the rest of us—in his mid-fifties if he was a day. He wore hiked-up pants,

had a graying, brushy mustache, and spoke in a Brooklyn accent that made him sound like
Barney Rubble.
Steve was a nice guy but was clearly… off. He always seemed to be operating in a different
universe just a microsecond out of phase with our own. Watching him perform was like
watching someone receive instructions remotely from an orbiting satellite.
The committee called our little group into the theater and we walked, blinking, past the seats
and out under the stage lights. The committee threw our names into a hat. We were to be
paired off with a random partner to do a scene.
Steve’s name was drawn. So was mine. Dammit.
Describing improv scenes after the fact rarely conveys what actually happened. There are little
spontaneous moments of discovery even in a mediocre scene that don’t quite translate. If you
want to bore or confuse someone to tears, tell them about the improv show you saw last night.
So, suffice it to say that Steve and I did a scene about him accidentally throwing his daughter’s
favorite doll into a wheat thresher, and somehow, I’m not sure why, it went great.
Steve threw me some curveballs. At one point in the scene I mentioned that Steve’s imaginary
daughter had an unpleasant mother. A few minutes later, forgetting that I had Identified her
already, Steve said the mother was dead. I justified the mistake by saying that Steve’s
daughter’s mother was actually a vengeful ghost who haunts his farm to this day.
That got a laugh from the committee. I exhaled.
That night, when I got called back, I was ecstatic. I was told to report back to the theater in the
morning for round two.
The next morning, the theater was packed. Everyone who got called back all crammed into the
space at once. There were about 70 of us, plus the half-dozen teachers on the ensemble
committee. People hugged and laughed as they came up the stairs. You could have powered a
small city off our collective nerves.
We filled up all the seats in the theater, so people spilled over into the aisles and blocked the
exits. Extra folding chairs were set up, but some folks still sat on the floor at the front of the
stage, shrinking an already small performance space. The committee called us up two at a time
to do scenes. Each name was met by huge applause, whooping, and cheering. We were all
rooting for each other.
Keith Huang remembers that afternoon as a perfect moment, frozen in time—a snapshot of the
best things about the community that the PIT built.
“Maybe I'm looking through rose colored glasses,” Keith told me, “but man, it was great. The

filling of the old PIT, all the seats, the extra chairs. Because that room was dark and the stage
lights so bright, you didn't know what time it was outside. For the whole community to be there
was really special. Because it all fit in that one room. Everyone.”
That night, exhausted but still wired, I got another call. I made it.
It didn’t occur to me to think about Steve, with his weird mustache and cartoon voice. He
hadn’t been at the callbacks, of course. I never expected him to make it that far. Nor did I pay
much attention when he showed up at the theater less and less over the next few months, until
he stopped coming around at all.
Auditions are a place where the PIT’s ideals start to fall apart under scrutiny. The theater sold
itself as a creative home for everyone who walked in its doors. As long as it favored some
members of the community over others, that was a promise the PIT simply couldn’t keep.
Performers get rejected all the time, of course. But the PIT, intentionally or otherwise, attached
much higher stakes to that rejection. If you built a life around that theater you could very
suddenly find that life taken away.
“HE DOESN’T LIKE TO HEAR NO.”
The other barrier to the PIT’s utopian goals was Ali Farahnakian. None of the current and
former PIT employees I spoke to doubted that Ali was sincere in his desire to make the PIT a
welcoming place. They also described a man with a fragile ego and a superhuman ability to
hold a grudge.
“He took things very personally when you would say no,” Katie Goan, the former general
manager, told me. “Obviously the improviser that he is, he doesn't like to hear no.”
Katie told me that she had been on the job for less than six months when she was approached
by a handful of PIT faculty members. It was 2005, and Ali was beginning to advocate a blanket
policy that would ban UCB performers from playing at the PIT—a tit for tat measure spurred by
UCB’s own ban on PITizens.
Ali’s faculty revolted. They asked Katie to help them stage an intervention. They planned to
corner Ali backstage before the evening’s shows began and tell him his policy was wrong.
It worked. Confronted by a half-dozen of his employees, Ali listened, and the ban never went
through. The next day, Ali took Katie to the tiny sushi restaurant downstairs—a narrow space
with a half-dozen tables -- and loudly read her the riot act.
“He told me that he was very disappointed in me,” Katie said. “That he couldn't believe I
participated in that, and that he thought I was a loyal person. It was all loyalty. ‘So, you're not
loyal anymore. Is this how things are always going to be, Katie?’ And that's when, I was like, ‘oh
this is like the David Koresh of improv.’”

Katie had heard enough, and informed Ali that she wouldn’t work for him for one more day.
She ran out of the sushi place and up the stairs to get her stuff. Ali followed, apologizing
profusely. Somehow or other, he convinced Katie to stay.
“It occurs to me now that that was a test,” Katie said. “I think that was a moment he knew he
couldn't walk all over me. I wasn't going to say yes to every whim, and that I had a backbone.”
Katie remained at the PIT for six more years before she left in 2011, but she marks that incident
at the very beginning of her tenure as the start of a long, slow decline in her relationship with
Ali.
“I've worked in show business now for 20 years,” Katie told me, “and I've never met a person
with a bigger ego, or that's more narcissistic, and that is saying a lot in our industry.”
STEP UP YOUR GAME
Katie stuck around for the same reason a lot of PITizens did. “I wanted to be a part of
something that was growing, and new, and where I could make a difference,” she told me. “I
experienced more joy than I ever could have anticipated, just the pride I took in my work
there.”
Katie’s tenure overlapped with a period of massive growth for the theater. Business was
booming. Classes and corporate workshops brought in money that Ali used to open Simple
Studios, the rehearsal space next door to the theater where Desiree crashed on the couch.
When auditions came around again, there were even more students than the year before. The
PIT opened up more time slots and created more house teams to fill them. Nights at the bar got
longer and fuller. A mob of improvisers and fans descended on Mustang Sally’s from the early
evening until closing time, cycling in and out in time with the show schedule.
In 2010, we got the news that Ali was planning to move the theater across town into a much
bigger space. The new PIT had a 100-seat theater, twice the size of the original, and another
theater downstairs that could seat 50 more. It had its own bar—no more shuttling to and from
Mustang Sally’s, and no more booze money essentially walking out the door. The new space
was the surest sign yet that the PIT was onto something big.
Several months before the move though, there was another round of auditions. They were now
being held twice a year because of the sheer volume of students. There were no new time slots
to open up and the result was a huge wave of cuts. Performers who had played at the theater
for years were removed from their teams, which were reshuffled or disbanded.
Those performers took the news hard. “At the time that was so heartbreaking, and so
devastating,” said Liz Quinn, who had gotten a literal high the first time she performed. “It's
more than just I didn't get on a team or I didn't get a show. I it feels like a scarlet letter of some
sort. And people are treating you like you just got diagnosed with cancer.”

The night when the team rosters are announced had always been an exciting time, but that
year It felt like a funeral. I left a condolence voicemail for Liz and called other friends of mine
who had been cut.
That night was the first time in years when it occurred to me that my spot at the theater wasn’t
guaranteed. The performers that had been cut were funny. They were good teammates. That
wasn’t enough. The PIT had grown big enough that it was no longer a secret tree fort.
That year’s Christmas party was held at the new theater. There were still some unpainted walls
and unhung light fixtures, but the size of the place blew us away. I remember walking around
with Keith Huang and a couple other friends before the party filled up. “Damn,” Keith said.
“We’re gonna have to step up our game.”
ARE WE HAVING FUN YET?
After the round of cuts in 2010, I never felt quite at ease at the PIT again. The place seemed to
change faster and faster. Most of the teachers who had taught my generation of PIT performers
moved to L.A., and my friends stepped into their places. I started to wonder if I would be
offered a teaching gig. Then I started to wonder why it hadn’t happened already.
As I grew more and more anxious about my place at the theater, I became fixated on any signs
that I might be in or out of favor. Why did that team get a better timeslot? Who was being
asked to perform in the faculty show with Ali? Everything was significant.
I started complaining to friends, teammates and girlfriends about other performers. It didn’t
help my relationships with any of the above.
Meanwhile, in the real world, my life was in the same holding pattern it had been in for years. I
was serially unemployed, a state punctuated by occasional freelance writing jobs. I had two
long stints where I moved back home with my parents. When I started at the PIT, it was a place
where I could forget about my various shortcomings. Now it seemed like another part of my life
where I couldn’t shake them off.
I started having panic attacks. At a trip to the movies with some friends, I felt my chest suddenly
tighten and I was convinced I was going to die. I finished watching “Inception” anyway, then
went home and hyperventilated.
One night at the new PIT I was sitting at the bar when I saw trouble brewing across the lobby. A
drunk customer, a short guy in his mid-twenties, had been removed from the theater by the
house manager. He was now raising his voice and getting in the face of a new-ish PIT student
while a semicircle of nervous interns looked on. My girlfriend at the time knew how angry I had
been about the theater (and life in general) and started to warn me not to get involved. I was
already out of my seat and halfway across the room.

The drunk guy was now screaming in the face of the student, who was screaming right back. I
saw the drunk guy pull back his arm to throw a punch. Before he could let fly, I jumped him
from behind and got him in a headlock.
Before I knew it, I was hustling the drunk out the front door, running on pure adrenaline and
misplaced aggression. I believe I called him a “shitbitch,” whatever that is. I got him outside and
flung him away.
“Get the fuck out of here,” I said. “This place isn’t for you.”
I walked back inside while the drunk dude cursed at me. I got a lot of handshakes and claps on
the back. I was offered a free drink. I didn’t feel like I had done anything I ought to be
congratulated for. I was just tired of feeling angry all the time.
A few weeks later, after yet another round of auditions, I was told by my team’s coach that I
was “on the bubble.” Two anonymous teammates of mine had complained about my
increasingly bad attitude. I hadn’t been cut, but I came close.
I went home that night shaking with rage, but after taking a week to cool off, I decided it was
time for me to quit. The PIT might have changed in the years since I joined, but it wasn’t
responsible for my bad behavior, my anger, my insecurity. Those were all me.
I set a date for my final show and emailed my teammates and the ensemble committee to tell
them I was done. I felt a weight lift off me. It was bittersweet to leave a place that had meant
so much to me, but it was also a relief.
“I THINK THAT’S THE NATURE OF THE PLACE.”
When I left the PIT, I also left New York. I moved to Austin, Texas for several years, where I had
performed at festivals a few times in the past. I figured I could still get on stage there about as
often as I felt like it. As it turned out, I never really felt like it.
Back in New York, my generation of performers slowly drifted away from the theater. Once the
excitement of having the new space wore off, they felt something in the nature of the place had
changed.
“After we moved to the new theater, and there were new people coming in, it didn’t feel the
same,” Desiree Nash told me. “It felt like there was no bringing us together anymore. It felt like
here’s the new people, here’s the old people, and we’re not going to mix.”
“I think that our PIT died,” said Geoff Grimwood, “but our PIT grew in the corpse of the
previous group's PIT. I think that's the nature of the place.”
What’s less clear is what happens to the PIT in the near future. Ali has continued to expand the
business over the seven years since I left. Ironically, the original PIT location has become a

smaller satellite branch of the theater after sitting empty for several years. Ali opened another
bar on the PIT’s original block of West 29th Street, while Mustang Sally’s has become a literal
hole in the ground—a construction site.
And yet, there’s reason to believe the PIT is in trouble. Many performers who talked to me
about the current state of the theater didn’t want to be named for fear of getting on Ali
Farahnakian’s bad side. Most of them agreed that audiences at the theater have been
dwindling in recent years. Several teachers told me they resented having to fight Ali for raises
when they had worked for the theater for years. House team members, as always, receive no
payment at all. While Ali isn’t without his defenders, morale at the theater seems low.
The single biggest hit came in 2017, after Ali announced plans to open a PIT location in his
hometown of Chapel Hill, North Carolina. A theater in town, DSI (or Dirty South Improv), had
recently closed in the wake of a sexual assault scandal. Ali saw an opportunity to take over the
space. A reporter from IndyWeek, Chapel Hill’s local alternative paper, saw an opportunity to
see if similar problems had ever surfaced at the PIT.
They had.
Katie Jane Fernelius of IndyWeek spoke to over a dozen women who blamed Ali for fostering a
misogynistic environment at the PIT. More gravely, the article laid out evidence that Ali had
grossly mishandled reports of sexual harassment and misconduct at the theater. His first
concern, it seemed, was for the theater’s reputation, not the safety of the women who
complained.
Anger within the community grew as word of several incidents of harassment spread on social
media. In damage control mode, Ali held a town meeting at the theater in October 2017. He
brought his lawyer, which did not engender confidence within the community. One current PIT
teacher described the meeting to me as “a total shitshow.”
By the time Fernelius finished her reporting, Ali had written open letters of apology to the New
York and Chapel Hill improv communities. The PIT now has a code of conduct posted on its
website.
Since the town meeting and the publication of the IndyWeek article, Ali has apparently become
extremely cautious and defensive. One teacher told me that at last year’s PIT holiday party,
they complemented Ali on losing some weight.
“It’s easy when everyone’s out to get you,” Ali replied.
When I reached out to Ali, he declined to talk to me. “We’ve kind of been told not to do any
more interviews,” he wrote in an email.
UCB has had their own share of bad press. In 2013, not long after I left town, a comedian
named Nick Turner started a sizable kerfuffle when he stopped hosting a variety show at UCB

because he was tired of working for free. The dispute might have remained a hot button issue
for comedy nerds only had Turner’s complaints not been explored in depth by the New York
Times.
In the article, UCB co-founder Matt Besser poured gasoline on the fire when he told the Times
“I don’t see what [performers] do as labor. I see guys onstage having fun. It’s not a job.”
(Interestingly, the Times article quotes Ali as saying that payment at the PIT is on a
“case-by-case basis,” a statement with enough wiggle room to drive a truck through.)
The issue of paying performers has continued to dog UCB. In 2018, Paste Magazine’s Seth
Simons wrote a rebuttal to the various arguments that Besser and others had made over the
years in favor of non-payment. “The implication that performers are not working because
they’re having fun is disingenuous,” Simons wrote “and insultingly so: Many UCB performers
work very hard to have that little bit of fun each week.”
Most recently, Slate published another piece of Simons’ in June of 2019. Simons’ reporting
indicates that UCB may have become a victim of overexpansion. A recent move to a massive
but inconveniently located new theater in Hell’s Kitchen has put UCB in a financial bind. Ticket
sales are slowing, and the theater’s entertainment industry clout may be on the wane.
Meanwhile, every PITizen I talked to mentioned that the current PIT’s lease runs out in 2020. As
of this writing, the theater hasn’t announced a plan for what happens after that. One possibility
is that the theater might simply move back to the original space entirely. In any case, the PIT
may soon be much smaller than it’s been in years.
Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

SOURCE LIST (Audio documentary and written piece):
Ali Farahnakian—Owner, the People’s Improv Theater. Declined comment, but did correspond
from alialinyc@gmail.com
Brett Wean—Former PIT performer. (917) 676-8257, mybuddybrett@gmail.com
Chris Aurillio —Head of PIT class programs until 2018. (908) 510-3339, caurillio@gmail.com
Chris Griggs (background only)— Current PIT performer and teacher (917) 744-6813
Desiree Nash—Former PIT performer, Former General Manager, Simple Studios. (646)
872-8209, dez.nash@gmail.com
Geoff Grimwood—Former PIT performer, teacher. grimwood.geoff@gmail.com

James Rich— Former PIT performer. (347) 387-3982, jamesspeedrich@gmail.com
Jamie Cummings—Former PIT performer, teacher. cummingsjamie@gmail.com
Katie Goan—Former PIT general manager, 2005-2011. (646) 267-9404 katiegoan@gmail.com
Keith Huang— Former PIT artistic Director, 2012-2014. (917) 748-8730,
keith.huang@gmail.com
Mandy Schmieder (background only)—Current PIT teacher, wife of Jamie Cummings, above.
alschmieder@gmail.com
Sam Dingman—Former PIT performer, (646) 376-8009, samdingman@gmail.com
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Keith Huang gives his "PITizen of the Year" acceptance speech, PIT holiday party 2009

Ali Farahnakian onstage at the PIT holiday party, 2009.

Keith Huang gets a standing ovation at the PIT holiday party, 2009. Katie Goan is at rear left.

